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Preface
At the invitation of the Five College African Studies Council and with funds
provided by Five Colleges, Inc., the great Senegalese fIlmmaker and novelist Ousmane
Sembene came to the five campuses for the fast two weeks of April 1990. The dialectic
ofSembene'sown personal biography and the forms ofhis creative work framed a motif
for a conference culminating his visit, appropriately titled "The Dialectics ofForm and
Content in the Works of Ousmane Sembene," held at the University of Massachusetts
in Amherston April 14. We planned the conference to be the high pointofhis stay, where
those studentsand faculty who had attended Sembene's appearances and film screenings
during the previous two weeks would have a chance to hear scholarly analyses of his
work and to witness his dialogues with writers from Africa and the diaspora. Furthermore, the evening session of this one-day conference provided the opportunity to stage
the North American premiere of Sembene's 1989 film, "Camp de Thiaroye."
The heart of this volume is based on that day's presentations and dialogues.
While the conference was the high point of Sembene's residency, his entire visit came
after a decade oforganization and cooperation that gave rise to the Five College African
Studies program. The program had begun in earnest in 1980 as a forum for faculty in the
Five College area to share their interests in Africa. The guiding principles of our
collaboration from the beginning were that it would be a collective enterprise, it would
be multidisciplinary, and it would close the gulf between African Studies and AfricanAmerican Studies. The Sembene visit and conference celebrated these principles.
The readiness of editor Ernest Allen to publish the Ousmane Sembene
Conference in its entirety in Contributions in Black Studies underscores the recognition
of similar, even common, experiences and cultural roots of Mricans and those of the
African diaspora. Making sense ofthese commonalities was the central theme of writers,
critics, and questioners at the conference. For the generation after World War II, the
interests, intellectual and political, ofAfricans and descendants ofMrica in the diaspora,
had been divided into distinct experiential and hermeneutic domains. On university
campuses, African-American Studies had been legitimated within a context of the
experience of African Americans in the Americas, while African Studies laid claim to
the study of Africa itself emerging from colonial rule. This division of labor may have
possessed a certain bureaucratic logic, but it had unfortunate cultural and political
consequences. African-American Studies were divorced from African Studies; even the
ethnic composition of those practicing in these two fields became noticeably distinct.
Since the 1980s, however, we find in the academy a reconceptualization of Mrican
Studies and African-American Studies that has caught up with realities off-campus and
afftrrned a position W. E. B. Du Bois championed more than 75 years ago: the study of
Africa and the African diaspora is a seamless whole.
It was Samba Gadjigo's idea to bring his compatriot to the Five Colleges, and
knowing Sembene's general policy of refusing invitations to come to North America,
Samba agreed to travel to Senegal to issue the invitation personally. What the rest of us
took to be highly improbable-that Sembene would actually accept our invitationPublished by ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst, 1993
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Samba serenely assumed to be afait accompli. Reinhard Sander was able to coax Ngugi
wa Thiong '0, whom hebefriended during his days at the University ofBayreuth, to come
to the conference, along with Earl Lovelace and Toni Cade Bambara. Reinhard, chair of
the Five College African Studies Council at the time, presided over the details of
Sembene's visit. For Tom Cassirer and Ralph Faulkingham, the Sembene visit represented the culmination ofa decade of work to organize the Africanists at each of the five
campuses into a coherent and purposeful Five College African Studies program. Tom
had been teaching Sembene's films and novels in his French courses for some time, and
he luxuriated in the repartee with Sembene. For Sembene's visit, Ralph became the
"exchequer," soliciting dollars from many quarters, reining in Samba's and Reinhard's
budgetary ambitions, and organizing the details of the conference itself.
When it came to putting together this volume, we assumed different and
complementary writing and editing roles. The preface, acknowledgments, introductions
to Parts I and II, biographical notes on contributors, and the filmography were written
by Ralph Faulkingham. The four of us shared the task of editing the critics' oral
presentations into their final written form. Samba Gadjigo and Tom Cassirer went over
the transcriptions and the original tapes of Sembene's remarks in order to establish an
accurate text. then Tom Cassirer translated this text into English. Ralph Faulkingham
and Reinhard Sander edited the transcriptions of the other writers' remarks, and Samba
Gadjigo contributed both the annotated bibliography of Sembene's works as well as the
bibliography of critical reviews of Sembene's writing and films. Finally, Ralph
Faulkingham acted as the contact person with the editors at Contributions in Black
Studies and at the University of Massachusetts Press. He also took on the job of
integrating the disparate portions of the manuscript into a unified text The final copy
editing was our joint responsibility.
For the four of us, working together to bring Ousmane Sembene to the Five
Colleges, organizing the Conference that this volume recounts, and finally editing the
transcript of that day's events have cemented our friendship. Sembene's social and
political critique of oppression-a critique intellectualized and written as well as
practiced in everyday life-his humanity and abundant good humor, and his optimismthat out of struggle will come a new distinctly African way of economic, political, and
cultural development-inspire us still.
On Sembene's first evening in the United States, as we were driving him back
to his dormitory room at Mount Holyoke College after dinner, he inquired: "Qu' est-ce
que j' ai adire aux etudiants? Ie ne suis pas un acadimicien." [What do I have to say to
the students? I'm not an academic.] Perhaps his question was prompted by jet lag from
his flight from Dakar or from anxiety as he anticipated his first extended stay in an
American academic community. Yet his query set the tone for the entire visit, and against
his own expectations, anticipated the extraordinary impact of his presence.
Rather than delivering lectures in the usual academic manner, Sernbene
engaged in a series ofpublic conversations with audiences on all five campuses, usually
prompted by students' questions of him and his work. It was precisely the fact that
Sembene was one of the most "unacademic" writers, not only in Africa, but in the entire
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world, that accounted for his instant rapport with students, faculty, and eventually with
a wider public of more than 500 people who attended the conference. His passion for
acquiring knowledge, his insistence on flouting convention when it challenged principle, and his patient, often humorous, and thoughtful responses to questions endeared
him to us all.
Part One of this volume represents the morning session of the conference, with
the four essays by distinguished literary and film critics. At the conclusion of their
presentations, Sembene provides his own response. And characteristically, he refers not
to their discussion of him, but to the issues he develops in his work.
Part Two is based on the afternoon session, where Sembene and four other
widely known writers-Toni Cade Bambara, Earl Lovelace, Ngugi wa Thiong'o, and
John Wideman-discuss their craft.
Part Three represents Sembene's comments after a packed house of several
hundred people watched his film "Camp de Thiaroye.» At the end of the afternoon
session, Sembene told us he was going back to his apartment for a nap. We did not expect
him to return in the evening to view his own film. But as the house lights went up at the
closing of the film, Sembene and his interpreter Kango Lare-Lantone strode to the front
of the auditorium to a standing ovation. His comments were unanticipated and spontaneous.
Part Four contains an interview that Sada Niang of the University of Victoria
(British Columbia) conducted with Sembene on the occasion of his visit to Toronto in
July 1992. Professor Niang, after correspondence and telephone calls with Samba
Gadjigo, discussing possible topics for the interview, oriented his questions to complement the April 1990 conference.
Following the biographical notes on the conference participants, the Appendix
contains brief annotations of Sembene's written works and films as well as a select
bibliography of critical wodes on Sembene.
Most of the text of this volume is in English; nonetheless, to preserve the
character of Sembene's voice, his remarks are represented as he spoke them, in French.
Throughout the volume French text is italicized, and it is followed immediately by a
ttanslation in English.
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